Diocese of Bridgeport

Virtual Engagement Officer Pilot

Frequently Asked Questions

What is “Maria”?

"Maria" is the name of the Diocese of Bridgeport’s Virtual Engagement Officer pilot. It is an
Al-assisted communication tool designed to help the Diocese listen more attentively,
respond more personally, and connect people with parishes, ministries, events, formation
programs, service opportunities, and human follow-up when needed.

"Maria" is not meant to be the destination of the conversation. The goal is for it to serve as a
bridge, helping people move toward real communities, real ministries, and real human
relationships.

Why is the Diocese piloting “Maria”?

The Diocese serves hundreds of thousands of Catholics across Fairfield County through
parishes, schools, ministries, charities, formation programs, and community outreach. It is
not always possible for our priests, parish staffs, diocesan teams, and ministry leaders to
communicate with every person as personally or directly as we would like.

"Maria" is being tested as a way to help bridge that gap. A single human staff member can
realistically manage around 150 personal relationships. The Diocese serves more than
370,000 Catholics, and the more than one million people living in Fairfield County.

The purpose is not to replace human relationships. The purpose is to help the Diocese
listen more attentively, respond more personally, and connect people more quickly to the
right parish, ministry, opportunity, resource, and most critically the right person.

What is the main point of this pilot?

The point is not to replace human connection.

The point is to test whether technology can help the Diocese of Bridgeport connect people
more quickly and personally to the right human connection, the right parish, the right
ministry, the right event, the right staff member, the right community.

"Maria" should function as a bridge, not an endpoint. It should help people find the place
where they can take the next step in faith, service, and belonging. Everything else in this
pilot flows from that purpose.



Why is the pilot named “Maria”?

“Maria’s” name and visual identity was designed to reflect the diversity of Fairfield County
and the many communities that make up the Diocese. Like the name itself, the virtual
avatar is part of what we are testing.

The Diocese recognizes that a human-sounding name can be helpful for interaction, but it
can also raise fair questions about transparency and tone. If the name or avatar creates
confusion or becomes a distraction from the purpose of the pilot, we may adjust that
approach based on feedback and discernment.

Is “Maria” pretending to be a real person?

No. Clear disclosure is a requirement of this pilot. Before launch, in “Maria’s” initial
outreach, and in our supporting information, we clearly state that “Maria” is an Al-assisted
tool, not a person, staff member, minister, or pastoral caregiver. The Diocese and our
partner both recognize that transparency is non-negotiable.

Is “Maria” replacing anyone?

No. The Diocese is not using this pilot to replace staff, pastors, ministry leaders, or human
relationships. In fact, the Diocese has recently been adding human team members so we
can better respond to the growing number of re-engaging Catholics, newly converting
Catholics, and parishioners seeking deeper connection.

This is not an either/or choice between people and technology. The challenge is scale. In a
perfect world, every person could be personally invited, followed up with, and
accompanied by another person. In reality, our priests, parish staffs, diocesan teams, and
ministry leaders cannot proactively reach everyone. "Maria" is meant to help bridge that
communication gap, not replace the people who form, serve, accompany, and lead.

The Diocese has not and will not replace a person with an Al.

Does “Maria” replace human connection?

That is also part of what we are testing, and our hope is no.

"Maria" should never be the endpoint of someone’s relationship with the Church. The
purpose of this pilot is to test whether Al can help people more easily find the human
connections, parish opportunities, ministries, events, formation programs, and support
they may be looking for.

Today, someone who wants to learn more about their faith, volunteer, join a community, or
find a ministry may need to search the website, catch a social media post, or already know
whom to call. "Maria" allows someone to simply say what they are looking for and receive a
relevant, personal response pointing them toward the right next step.



The goal is not to create a relationship with "Maria." The goal is for "Maria" to help people
find the right next human connection.

Is “Maria” providing pastoral care or theological guidance?

No. "Maria" is not a pastoral caregiver and is not designed to offer theological insight,
spiritual direction, or counsel.

If “Maria” encounters a sensitive or serious situation, such as someone disclosing a death, a
personal crisis, or a question requiring pastoral attention, it is designed to step back and
route that conversation to a human staff member immediately. As Bishop Caggiano has
stated directly: "If someone reveals a death, [ would not want the assistant to respond at all.
[ want a human person to respond. Because again, as a Church, we're a unique reality."

That principle guides the entire design of this pilot.

Why did the pilot begin with donors rather than the general public?

This pilot began in the Office of Development because Development already works with
people who have chosen to support the Diocese and has appropriate contact information
for that group. Starting in a defined, known audience allowed us to test the tool carefully
with proper oversight before expanding.

Importantly, the word “donor” describes the starting audience, it does not limit the purpose
of the pilot to fundraising. Early interactions have already included interest in volunteering,
parish life, Catholic formation, parent connection, and pastoral support. That range of
interest is exactly why this pilot matters: it helps us learn what people are seeking and
connect them more personally.

Is this primarily a fundraising tool?

No. The pilot began in the Diocese Development Office because that office had a defined
audience, appropriate contact information, and experience with relationship-based
outreach. This pilot is testing whether Al-assisted communication can make that outreach
more responsive, more relevant, and more useful to the person receiving it. The goal is
better listening, better connection, and better accompaniment not pressure.

Giving may be one possible next step for someone who wants to support the mission, but
the broader goal is connection, including parish life, formation, volunteering, events, and
pastoral follow-up.

Is this being used to manipulate people into giving?

No. If someone is interested in giving to support the ministry of the Church, "Maria" may
help identify an appropriate next step. If someone is not interested, they can opt out. The
goal is responsiveness and relevance, not pressure. Anyone who receives an outreach from



“Maria” and does not want further communication can opt out, and they will be removed
from the pilot immediately.

Is using Al consistent with Catholic teaching?

When used prudently, transparently, and in service of the human person, yes.

Catholic teaching does not require us to reject new technology. It requires us to evaluate
technology morally: Does it serve human dignity? Does it strengthen truth? Does it support
the common good? Does it help people encounter one another more fully, rather than
replacing authentic human relationship?

Pope Leo XIV has emphasized that emerging technologies must remain oriented toward the
dignity of the human person and the common good. That concern applies directly here.
"Maria" is not meant to simulate pastoral care, replace ministry leaders, or become
someone’s relationship with the Church. It is meant to help identify where real
relationship, service, ministry, and accompaniment can happen.

Deacon Toole, the Diocese’s chancellor who spent over three decades at IBM, frames it this
way: Catholics have the opportunity to bear great fruit with Al technology “as long as we
align it to the One and make sure we stay true to that with Christ at the center.”

How does “Maria” know what to recommend?

"Maria" draws exclusively from Diocese-approved information, content, and guidance. It
does not pull from general internet sources or outside data. This is by design, keeping her
responses grounded in accurate, mission-aligned information about the Diocese, its
parishes, ministries, programs, and events.

The goal is to match someone’s stated interest with relevant opportunities. The pilot can
still get things wrong, which is why we are testing carefully and maintaining human review
and oversight.

Are “Maria’s” responses reviewed before they are sent?

Yes. Two-way responses are reviewed before deployment by the Version2 Operations
Team to verify accuracy, source integrity, and appropriate human handoff
recommendations. The Diocese also maintains oversight of the pilot. If something is wrong,
unclear, or concerning, it is flagged and used to improve the system.

What data does “Maria” use, and is my information secure?

The Diocese decides what information is shared with the platform. This typically includes
basic contact information, background on the Diocese, ministry and program content,
website content, and in some cases giving history for those already in the donor database.

None of the user or Diocese organizational data is used to train external Al models. Data
shared with Version2 is transferred securely through API or SFTP, stored in encrypted and



access-controlled systems, and not shared with third-party marketers. Version2 and its
partners are SOC 2 Type I certified. The Diocese’s use of data also complies with applicable
privacy law.

What if someone is uncomfortable with AI?

That concern is reasonable and should be respected. Al is not for everyone, and it carries
real responsibilities when used in a faith context. Anyone included in the pilot can opt out
at any time and will be removed from further outreach. No one is required to engage with
“Maria.”

Feedback from this pilot, including concerns and discomfort, will directly inform what
continues, what changes, and what limits are placed on future use.

Can someone opt out?

Yes. Anyone who does not want to receive communication from "Maria" can opt out and
will be removed from further outreach immediately. Prior to launch, each person included
in the pilot was sent an email from a human team member explaining the pilot and
providing the option to opt out. Of the approximately 1,200 people included, only one
opted out before launch and less than 20 have opted out since.

Can someone opt in?

Yes. Those interested in being part of the pilot can optin at
https://www.bridgeportdiocese.ai/. Due to strong demand, there may be a delay before
you hear from “Maria,” as the pilot is designed to maintain a scale that allows for proper
human oversight.

How long will the pilot run, and who authorized it?

The pilot is expected to run for one to two years. During that period, the Diocese will
evaluate findings before making any decisions about broader or permanent use. The pilot
was authorized at the diocesan leadership level, with Bishop Caggiano’s direct involvement
and the support of the diocesan chancellor, Deacon Patrick Toole, and the development
team.

This is a deliberate, bounded test, not an open-ended deployment.

What is the Diocese testing and learning through this pilot?

We are testing whether Al-assisted communication can help the Diocese:

e Reach people more personally at scale.
e Help people find ministries, events, and communities relevant to their interests.

e Identify when someone needs human follow-up and route that conversation
appropriately.



e Better understand what Catholics, donors, and parishioners are seeking.
e Improve communication without replacing human relationships.

e Learn where this technology is helpful, where it is not, and where it must be limited
or adjusted.

What has “Maria” already helped with?

Two early interactions stand out as examples of what this pilot is meant to do.

In one case, a parishioner expressed interest in volunteering to help immigrants. “Maria”
was able to identify relevant options and send personalized suggestions for getting
involved through local Catholic Charities immigration services.

In another, a mother was looking for opportunities to connect with other moms in the
diocese. “Maria” was not certain which option was best, so it reached out to a human staff
member for guidance and then followed up with the appropriate resources.

These interactions reflect the purpose of the pilot: not replacing human connection, but
helping people find it more easily and more quickly.

How will the Diocese decide whether the pilot is successful?

The pilot will be evaluated based on whether it helps people take meaningful next steps:
finding a parish opportunity, connecting with a ministry, volunteering, receiving
appropriate human follow-up, asking a question, or engaging more deeply with the life of
the Church. Success will not be measured only by message volume or response rates. The
more important question is whether the pilot helps more people connect in-person and
personally by using this virtual tool.

For more information or to opt in to the pilot, visit www.bridgeportdiocese.ai
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